Disability, Spirituality and Healing:  Theological, Spiritual and Biblical Perspectives for Ministry.

Dr. Nancy Lane

INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE

This course is designed to prepare students to minister with people with disabilities in a "caring and inclusive" church community.  To be welcoming and inclusive usually requires the personal and communal transformation of individuals as well as institutions.  Transformation is about shifting attention from diversity to inclusivity, from segregation to integration, from counter-dependence to interdependence.

There are well over forty million Americans with some disabling condition in America, with a diversity of social and pastoral needs.  This means that one in four church members are disabled or have a family member who is disabled.  However, this 25% of church members are often invisible or absent from congregational life.  People with disabilities are often overlooked in parish ministry because of this "invisibility."  Their need for access to the community of faith is rarely understood or addressed.  Too often access is defined as architectural adaptation, rather than being properly understood as an issue of faith and justice -- requiring an attitude of welcome and inclusion.

Attitudes cannot be legislated.  However, our theology is reflected in the ways in which we live out our faith -- which is further reflected in our attitudes toward people who are categorized as "different" in our society.  "Attitude adjustment" is never a simple matter as human beings are formed by the beliefs, attitudes, and fears of family and friends, as well as their own life experiences. These contributing factors often include the myths and negative images and attitudes of our culture toward people with disabilities.

We will explore the biblical, theological, spiritual, liturgical, hermeneutical and pastoral care issues associated ministry with people with disabilities and their inclusion in the faith community.  Students will examine the issues of access (attitudes, communications and architecture) to gain understanding of the social resistance to inclusion.  Old and New Testament scriptures will be examined as a means of reflecting on contemporary theological-pastoral attitudes about disability.  We will look at several of the gospel healing stories from the perspective of people with disabilities and people who have been healed.  We will analyze the relationship between faith and healing (both traditional thinking and in the current literature related to studies of the bodymind connection), issues of healing vs. cure, illness vs. disease, and the emerging theologies of disability.

We will focus on (1) the roles of faith, spirituality, prayer, and healing as it relates to issues of disability, (2) the theological and psycho-spiritual issues of living with disability and, (3) how theology, ministry and scriptures impact these issues.  Areas to be examined also include: the cycle of grief and depression as stages of death and resurrection; a theology of anger as social protest and faith development; the meaning of suffering and healing in the spiritual journey; finding God's strength in weakness; healing, wholeness and transformation vs. curing.  Class texts and resources will include autobiographical, theological, psycho-spiritual and literary writings and film.

Course Content
The focus of this course will be concerned with biblical, theological, pastoral, and practical aspects of ministry.

· Accessibility:  Attitudinal and Architectural

· A theology of ministry with people with disabilities

· Pastoral care with people with disabilities or their families

· Spirituality and disability

· Healing and disability

· A theology and suffering

· Developing sensitivity to the language of disability and the labels of our culture

· Ethical issue (if we have time)

Components of this course will include both lecture/didactic, experimental, and theological reflection.  The theological reflection will occur both in class and through journal writings.  The intention is for students to integrate the didactic and experimental components for the purpose of ministry and pastoral care.

The issues of disability are very important to anyone in ministry.  How one treats people with disabilities and how a parish includes and welcomes them tells much about how we live out the Gospel message.  Secondly, ministry always involves being present to the pain, suffering, and vulnerability of our parishioners.  If we are afraid of our own vulnerability and limitations, then we will be uncomfortable and unavailable to the experience of others.  Thus, this course is not about a marginal ministry but, rather, is a significant paradigm of ministry.  Wrestling with the issues of disability, suffering, and healing is to wrestle with the very human questions about the meaning of life.

While this course can be seen as an area of "specialized ministry," our intention is to highlight the central questions and issues ministry in general.  We intended to interface the issues of ministry with the more general issues of disability.  These issues will be placed within a theological context for the purposes of understanding suffering, healing and spirituality -- for those with whom you minister and for yourself.  Theological reflection will be used as a means of integrating this understanding in your daily life; that is, you are expected to gain more than a purely intellectual understanding from the content of this course.

Due to the brevity of this course, we will not be dealing with specific disabilities. The readings cover the experiences of people with a variety of disabilities.  When I refer to disability I am being inclusive of person with major, chronic illnesses; physical, mental, and emotional disabilities; vision and hearing impairments.  I am not referring to people who are alcoholic, HIV infected, obese or dealing with phobias.  This is not meant to minimize in any way the seriousness of those issues.  Rather, this course is designed to deal with disabilities as understood in the biblical-historical context -- disabilities which historically been seen as the result of sin, evil, or demonic possession.  A note regarding Deaf people is also made under the assignments.

Secondly, there are a wide range of issues which could be dealt with in a course on disability -- ranging from Christian Education issues to guardianship to ethical considerations.  Since it is impossible to cover everything in our brief time together, KI have chosen to address the more fundamental issues of ministry and theology -- how we understand God's will and how God works in and through suffering, illness, disease, spiritual life, and healing.  This includes getting at the effective aspects of this course -- what are your feelings as you read, see a film, and interact with people with disabilities?  How do these feelings affect your understanding of ministry and how will they inform your ministry?

COURSE OBJECTIVES

1. To understand how the risen Christ embodies the brokenness of people who live with disabilities, disease or chronic illness.

2. To recognize why the Body of Christ is incomplete wherever people with disabilities are not included.

3. To understand the healing texts of the gospels from the perspective of healing and people with disabilities.

4. To be able to incorporate ideas and strategies for ministry that will enable you to develop inclusive and welcoming faith communities where you serve.

5. To be able to identify people with disabilities in your own faith community and in institutions where you study or work.

6. To be able to help people find meaning and purpose in life in the midst of loss and suffering.

7. To integrate the learning from this course in ways which prepare you for a pastoral ministry of presence.

8. To foster your academic, professional, spiritual and personal growth.

PRIMARY TEXTBOOKS

Students are expected to read all six of the primary textbooks.

Kathy Black.  A Healing Homiletic:  Preaching and Disability.  Nashville:  Abingdon, 1994.

Nancy L. Eiseland, The Disabled God:  Toward A Liberatory Theology of Disability.  Nashville:  Abingdon, 1994.

Judy Griffith Ransom.  The Courage to Care:  Seven Families Touched by Disability and Congregational Caring.  Nashville:  Upper Room Books, 1994.

The Barb Wire Collective.  Not all Violins:  Spiritual Resources by Women with Disabilities and Chronic Illnesses.  Toronto:  The United Church Publishing House, 1997.

Brett Webb-Mitchell.  Unexpected Guests at God's Banquet:  Welcoming People with Disabilities into the Church.  New York:  Crossroad, 1994.

Carter, Rosalynn.  Helping Someone with Mental Illness.  New York:  Random House, 1998.

The following item will be distributed to students:

Faith Communities and Inclusion of People with Developmental Disabilities.  Mair Hall and Philip Lambert.  Syracuse, NY:  Center on Human Policy, April, 1998.

The following book is an invaluable resource for ministry.  It is required for the course.  You will need to order this resource on your own.  Please do this immediately.

Dimensions of Faith and Congregational Ministries with Persons with Developmental Disabilities and Their Families:  A Bibliography and Address Listing of Resources for Clergy, Laypersons, Families and Service Providers. Cost $10.00

The Rev. Bill Gaventa

The Boggs Center - UAP

P.O. Box 2688

New Brunswick, NJ  08903

Phone:  732-235-9304  Fax:  732-235-9330

ARTICLES
A packet of articles will be on reserve in the library.  These are recommended reading and you will be expected to cite new learning from at least six articles in the final paper.

ON RESERVE - for further exploration of specific issues.

Frederick Borsch.  Power in Weakness:  New Hearing for Gospel Stories of Healing and Discipleship.  Philadelphia:  Fortress, 1983.

Nancy L. Eiseland and Dan E. Saliers, eds. Human Disability and the Service of God.  Nashville:  Abingdon, 1998.

Stewart D. Govig.  Strong at the Broken Places:  Persons with Disabilities and the Church.  Louisville:  Westminster/John Knox, 1989.  Excellent exploration of biblical themes.
John A. Sanford.  Healing and Wholeness.  New York:  Paulist Press, 1977.

Klaus Seybold and Ulrich B. Mueller.  Sickness and Healing (Biblical Encounters Series).  Nashville:  Abingdon, 1978.

OTHER MATERIALS ON RESERVE

Please refer to these materials for very practical information on disabilities and ministering with people with disabilities.

All People:  Disability and Today's Church.  CHAD.  October, 1990, 52.

Accessibility Materials.  Board of Church Extension of Disciples of Christ.

Is Our Theology Disabled?  A Symposium of Theology and Persons with Handicapping Conditions.  Health and Welfare Ministries Div., General Board of Global Ministries, The United Methodist Church, 1982.

National Organization on Disability.


Loving Justice:  The ADA & The Religious Community.

From Barriers to Bridges:  A Community Action Guide for Congregation & People

 with Disabilities.


That All May Worship:  An Interfaith Welcome to People with Disabilities.

Pathways to Partnership:  Awareness & Resource Material on Ministry & Mental Illness


Pathways to Promise, 5400 Arsenal Street, St. Louis, MO.  63139

Religion in Disability & Rehabilitation Journal. Vol. 1, 2 1994.

Supportive Care in the Congregation.  Dean Preheim-Bartel and Alfred H. Neufeldt.


Mennonite Central Committee, 1986.

The Gift of Hospitality:  Opening the Doors of Community Life to People with Disabilities.

Mary O'Connel.  Center for Urban Affairs and Policy Research, Northwestern University and Department of Rehabilitation Services, State of Illinois, February 1988.

Toward Full Compliance with the Provisions of the Americans with Disabilities Act in The Christian Reformed Church in North America


The Committee on Disability Concerns, 1993.

We Don't Have Any Here:  Planning for Ministries with People with Disabilities in Our Communities.

Winifred Anderson, Toby Gould, James L. Paul.  Discipleship Resources, United Methodist Board of Global Ministries, 1986.

FILMS AND DOCUMENTARIES:


Two of the following films must be watched.  Cite new learning from these films in your reflection paper.

Hauerwas, Stanley:  The Church and Mentally Handicapped Persons.

This is a challenge to seminary' and seminarians that questions the value of biblical studies and asks what it means to be a Christian working to being the kingdom f God into the world.  This is a thought-provoking talk and the most important one of the five listed here.

Saliers, Don. Human Disability and the Service of God.


Non-disabled liturgical scholar discusses how people with disabilities anoint others by their touch, etc.

Let My People In:  Realizing the Dream of Inclusive Worship.  Disability Committee of The Diocese of New York (Episcopal).

Opening Hearts, Minds and Doors.  Board of Church Extension (Disciples of Christ).

Dialog '88 with Parker Palmer and Nancy (Chaffee) Lane.

The other films listed below are recommended as additional ways of exploring the issues if you have the time and inclination.

The Elephant Man

Mr. Holland Opus

Harold and Maude

The Fisher King

The Sound & Fury

My Left Foot

Children of Lesser God

Rainman

Forest Gump

BIBLIOGRAPHY

A comprehensive bibliography will be provided for your exploration of specific areas of interest.  You are expected to cite new learning from at least one additional book from the bibliography in your final reflection paper.

CLASS SCHEDULE

Week 1:

A. Introductions:  Who are you?  Who am I?  Why are you here?  What do you want to take from this class?  What are your theological questions in reference to disability, suffering, healing, and spirituality?

B. Introduction to Disability issues, theology, ministry, pastoral care.

C. Theology:  The problem of suffering, evil, injustice, oppression.

D. Spirituality:  Exploring issues of grief, pain, anger at God, forgiveness 

Week II.

A. Healing: Defining Healing:

B. Look at gospel texts.  Each student is to come prepared to give a presentation on one text from the perspective of a person with a disability -- the person in the text who was healed.  Texts are listed under assignments.  You must also hand in the written paper for this presentation.
Week III.

A. Pastoral Care, Preaching, and professional ministry with persons with disabilities

B. Implementing the practical aspects of ministry with people with disabilities in a parish:  building and program access, communications, inclusive worship, outreach.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS
1. Class attendance at all three classes (100%) is expected unless there are extenuating circumstances and you have received my approval.  Students are expected to read carefully all assigned readings, talk with one or more persons with a disability, and visit a church which is actively carrying our ministry of inclusion.

CLASS ASSIGNMENTS
1. POLICY ON THE USE OF LANGUAGE:  Students are expected to read this and remember it when writing any paper for this class.
The language we use reflects our theology -- how we understand one another in the image of God.  Language has a power that we must never underestimate, to shape, teach, and transform our lives together.  Most of us have learned to be sensitive to language use with regard to gender, race, age and social class.  It is equally important to be sensitive to language use in regards to people with disabilities.  Please use person-first language (vs. disability identification) and avoid all euphemisms.  A brief discussion and hand-out about language will be provided to students.

1. Due Week II - FOUR ANNOTATIONS:  1 page (double-spaced, standard margins) annotations for each of three of the designated text books and one book of your choice from the bibliography. (Note:  there are 6 required texts to read.  Choose 3 of the 6 to write annotations for this part of the assignments.)  Annotations should include a) bibliographic information (title, author, publisher, date, no. of pages), b) a statement of a central hypothesis, c) one implication of the reading for a specific aspect of your ministry, d) one question raised by you as a pastor.  Please use this outline for each annotation!
1. Due Week II:  WRITTEN PAPER.  Choose one of the healing texts from the gospels to exegete and present in class from the perspective of the person who is disabled and healed.  You must hand in a written paper of your presentation.

Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26; Mt. 9:1-8  - The paralyzed man

Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11; Mt. 12:9-14 - The man with the withered hand

Mark 5:25-34 - The hemorrhaging woman

Mark 7:31-37 - A deaf man with a speech impediment

Mark 8: 22-26 - Blind man of Bethsaida

Mark 10:46-52; Mt. 20:29-34; Luke 18:45-43 - Blind Bartimaeus

Luke 8:26-39; Mark 5:1-20; Mt. 8:28-34 - Unclean spirits

Luke 9:37-43; Mt. 17:14-21; Mk. 9:14-29 - The boy with epilepsy

Luke 17:11-19 - The ten papers

John 5:-15 - The sick man and the pool of Beth-zatha

John 9:1-41 - The man born blind

4. Experimental component - WRITTEN PAPER.  This component is intended to help students bridge theory and practice so that they are able to integrate concern for the place and care of people with disabilities into their understanding of parish ministry.  This is ONE assignment.  Read each of the following criteria carefully and write ONE paper on your visit to a church and your interview with a person with a disability.

A. Visit a church which is involved with ministry with people with disabilities for the purposes of gaining an understanding of how various churches have addressed the issues of accessibility, inclusion, and welcome.  This will also give you an opportunity to be in touch with your feelings, assumptions, and any stereotypes about people with disabilities.

If your visit is to another parish other than your own, can you describe how your

own faith community ministers with people with disabilities:


Are they active participants in the full life of the church?


Are there separate, special programs?  If so, do you know why?


Is your church welcoming and inclusive in their attitudes?

Is your church accessible?  In what ways?  What more needs to be done?  Why do you think it has not been done?

B. Interview and listen to the stories of one or more people with a disability; compare them to your story; seek the common ground in our stories

A NOTE ABOUT DISABILITIES WHICH QAULIFY FOR THIS INTERVIEW.  READ CAREFULLY.

1. The person must have a disability which has interfered with normal access to the church/synagogue and/or to full participation in the life of the community:  someone in a wheelchair, or who uses a walker, braces, cane; someone with mental illness (not an anxiety or panic disorder); someone who is developmental disabled; someone who is blind; someone who is elderly and finds it difficult to access the building, read the bulletin, or hear the services.

2. Unless you are Deaf or Hearing-Impaired, please do not interview someone who is.  People who are Deaf do not consider themselves disabled.  This is a cultural issue for them.

You may have to inquire from the church who to interview.  The pastor or others may tell you they have no one who is disabled in their church.  Check with the church secretary; s/he will probably know of someone who stopped coming because of a disabling condition.  Remember that one-fourth of every congregation is disabled in some way and are probably invisible because of access/attitudinal issues.
C. Write an informal 4-5 page paper about:
· Your Church visit.

· Your interview -- answering as many of the questions listed below as possible.

· Your pastoral response to any issues which you identify in the church's accessibility or in the interview.

Due the first week after mid-term break.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER FOR YOUR CHURCH VISIT:
Is the church accessible?  In what ways?  Is anything more needed?

If it is not accessible, what is the attitude toward making it accessible?

Are people with disabilities active participants in worship and the life of the community?

If your visit was to another parish other than your own, can you describe how your own faith community ministers with people with disabilities:


Are they active participants in the full life of the church?


Are there separate, special programs?  If so, do you know why?


Is your church welcoming and inclusive in their attitudes?

Is your church accessible?  In what ways?  What more needs to be done?  Why do you think it has not been done?

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER FOR YOUR INTERVIEW:
· How do their stories enable you to see God in the person with a disability?

· How has their spirituality been affected by their experiences of church or faith/

· What were the issues of their lives that may affect their spirituality?  Pay particular attention to the issues of:

· the sense of the church's history toward people with disabilities

· what Christians (including clergy) said to them that excluded or included them

· how scripture has been used to blame or heal their wounds

· experiences in which others attempted to heal them.  Be careful and be sensitive to whatever is said.
· how they see the healing miracles

· issues of abuse:  physical, sexual, emotional or spiritual.  If this comes listen and try to be present.  You do not have to have answers or solve the issues.  Do you leave without acknowledging the privilege of being present with them to hear their stories and affirming the pain of their experiences.
· Where you able to identify the needs and gifts of the people you met?

· What is your reaction to their needs?  Can you identify what it means to you personally?

· How would you, as a pastor, address these needs or areas of concern?

· How easy was it for you to identify their gifts?  How would you receive them if you were the pastor?

· How did talking with this person(s) change or challenge your assumptions or stereotypes?

· Did this encounter raise questions for you that you would like to see addressed in class?

5. Reflection Groups:  We will take some time during the afternoon sessions to reflect together on how the readings and your experiences affect your understanding of ministry and theology.  What is happening to you as a person and pastor?  What have you seen or experienced that has changed you in some way?  What does it mean to you?  How will you integrate learning into your own life?  Into your ministry?

As preparation for your reflections I expect students to take time to carefully evaluate themselves honestly and clearly.  This means being conscious of your feelings, thoughts, and reactions to the various issues of disability.  What do issues that are raised for you in your encounters with people with disabilities?  Can you identify any fears?  Are you afraid of limitation and vulnerability?  Do you know why?

Not all of your thoughts may be appropriate for group reflections.  I expect students to discern carefully what they feel comfortable discussing in a group.  Your journal will be a good place for other thoughts and reflections.  You may also make an appointment to speak with me directly about issues that are raised for you and which need further attention.

6. THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PAPER - Due by _______________.

YOUR PAPER WILL HAVE TO BE MAILED TO ME OR SENT BY "CONNECT" IF YOU ARE USING THAT PROGRAM.  Please include a Self-addressed Stamped envelope with adequate postage!

Write a theological reflection paper, 12-15 pages in length and double-spaced, drawing on the readings, lectures, parish visit, reflection group.  Cite new learning from texts, at least 6 articles, 2 films, and one book from bibliography.  Describe the implications this course has for you as a person and as a pastor, using the following questions:

· How has it contributed to your understanding of spirituality?

· Reflect on the problem of suffering and how you would respond pastorally to someone who questions God and seeks to understand the meaning of suffering.

· How as this course prepared you to do pastoral counseling with people who are disabled, become disabled suddenly from accident or illness, have a child born disabled?

· Reflect on the meaning of healing when disease, chronic illness, or disability remains.

· How will you implement ministry with people with disabilities in your parish?  How will you address the objections and/or various barriers that exist in a parish?

CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION OF STUDENTS
Obviously class attendance, completion of reading assignments, group reflections and your theological paper expected.  These are the components which make up the required grade for completion of the course.

I will provide a written evaluation of each student at the end of the course based on academic growth, professional growth, spiritual growth, and personal growth as a result of this course.
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